THE  GROWTH  OF  INDIVIDUALISM:  AGRICULTURE
the use of land was to be determined by considerations of
what was most profitable. The owner was encouraged to
give free reins to the promptings of personal gain. The social
injury which resulted from selfish indulgence no longer
carried its former weight. Impressive consequences flowed
from the inability of the early mercantilist state to restrain
the movement which treated agriculture purely as an econo-
mic category, and ignored its other aspect as a way of life
conducted on a traditional basis. They came to a head
when the rapid acceleration of parliamentary enclosures
gave full scope to commercial forces with little regard to
their ultimate reactions.
The enclosing movement was a continuous process extend-
ing over many centuries. At no time in English agrarian
history was it completely quiescent, though the degree of
activity was more marked at certain periods than at others.
Its progress depended upon a variety of influences, but
the principal were geological, economic and psychological.
The nature of the soil was an important element, since
the open field system was less suited to light and sandy soils;
proximity to urban markets brought into operation commer-
cial reactions which stimulated improved methods of cultiva-
tion; and the conservative prejudices of the farming commu-
nity might have a retarding effect. The purpose for which
the land was used after it had been enclosed naturally varied
according to circumstances. The enclosures of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries had for their main object the
conversion of arable into pasture. In sharp contrast the
enclosures of the eighteenth century are commonly attributed
to a different motive, namely, the desire to promote tillage.
This view however is not supported by the price of corn,
which remained too low for several decades to afford suffi-
cient encouragement. It would appear that during the first
sixty or seventy years at any rate a large proportion of the
land enclosed was laid down to grass, so that the movement
continued to function on its customary lines. Then towards
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